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ABSTRACT - 

Based on the assumptions that a universal grammar has 
a number of functional parameters and that in each language, some are 
not activated, a study was undertaken to investigate two hypotheses, 
Tfcey are (1) that in a grammatical situation where an adult's, first 
language" parameter is not activated in the second language, the 
learner will "lose" the first language parameter, carrying over some 
of its structures into the second language; and (2) that in losing 
the first language parameter, all of its aspects will be & lost 
together, not partially. The parameter examined was the "pro-drop" 
parameter, which includes such properties a's the ability to omit 
subjects, and free inversion of. subject and verb in declarative 
sentences,' The subjects were 54 native speakers of Spanish (a 
pro-drop language) learning English (not avpro-drop language) and a 
control group of English students who were native speakers of French ^ 
(like English, not a pro-drop language). Results suggested that , 
having to change a -parameter in language learning may cause problems 
and is a >source of interference errors, at .least initially. Other 
possible explanations for tjfie results ate discussed, (USE) 
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In recent generative theory, it has been proposed that \ 
principles of /Universal Grammar (UGkWary along a number of 
parameters, and that languages differ as *tb the ^settings of these 
parameters that theyadopt, the exacts sett ing being determined on. 
the basis pf evidence from' theqoarticular language being learned 
(Chomsky 1981a, 1981b, 1982); * 



UG consists of a highly structured and restrictive-, 
v system of principles with certain open parameters; to f 
be fixed by experience. As these parameters are fixed, 
a gramm^cr is determined, what we may call a t 'core 
g^airanar" 1 X Chomsky 1981b, 38). 

/ ' 

This 'concept of parametric variation is of particular interest^ 
where second' language (L2) acquisition is concerned, since second" 
language learners will oftert be^ in the situation where their, 
first, language (LI) has* fixed some parameter on,e way/ whilst the 
target language has Jfeome other-y setting, or the situation may 
arise where the first language has some parameter -act i'vated which 
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is not operative in .LZ, or^vice- versa. 

o 

! 

One suchjsaranjeter ,, is known as ^pro-drop" (Chomsky 1981a.; 
Ja^ggli 1982; Rifczi 1982); Languages such as Italian, and Spanish 
have a number of - properties which are attributed to this" 
parameter, ' including the ability to omit subjects, fre^ inversion/ 

of subjectnand verb in declarative sentences, and so-called that 

X 

trace effects, where a complementizer may apparently be followed 

v by the trace of . a moved category. These properties are 

i ■ \ 

illustrated in (1), below: <1> 

• * •• ' r 

T.a. Anda muy ocupada 

... s *Is very busy / 

/ ^ • 

)b* Vino Juan 
^ *Came Juan 

c. Ouien dijiste que vino? 

*Who did you say that came? 

J ' 

1 ' ■ */■ 

English and French, on the other hand, are not pro-drop languages 
and do not. have these properties. Thus, the English equivalents 

of (la-), (lb) and (lc), are ungramma.tical + 

\ 

Spanish adults learning English as a second language are in 
the position of having had^ the pro-drop parameter activated in- 
their LI and they are f^ced with learning a language where it is 
not in" operation.- Two questions of interest arise in such 



circumstances: 



\ 



Will native speakers, of Spanish realize immediately. T on the*" 
basis of the English data, that English, is not a pro-drop' 
language, or will they assume, initially at least, that 
English is like Spanish with, respect to this particular 
parameter? In other words, is the carrying, over of a, 
parameter of LI a potential source of interference errors 
in L2? 

where one principle of UG encompasses a number of related 
properties, as pro-drop does; x will evidence as to the 
non-occurre<nce of*\one of these properties be sufficient to 
trigger loss in ' the other areas subsumed by the parameter 
in question, or will the L2 learner require separate 
evidence for each aspect of the parameter? For example, 
once Vthe native speaker of Spanish has worked out . that 
English does not allow subject* verb inversion in 
" declarative sentences, will he also know without being 
specifically taught, that the English version of (lc) is 
ungrammatical? On many accounts of the pro-drop parameter, 

t 

the possibility of that trace ^sequences is ;closely related 
to the possibilty of subject verb inversion, so 'that 
recognition that both are ungrammatical in English might be 
connected. If V this proved to be so, it will have 
interesting implications for language learning and language 
teaching, suggesting thAt the teaching of certain aspects 

< ■ ■■ -V . ■ 



of a language ma<y have a range pf unexpected but, 
far-reaching Consequences. . * . 

Thus, there are two related hypotheses to be investigated" 
here, the first. being the assumption ' that a situation where some 
LI parameter is not- activated in L2 will require the learner , 
effectively to "lose" the LI parameter, leading,' at least 
initially, to the carrying over of- LI structures into L2. The 
second hypothesis is that in losing the LI parameter, all aspects 
of the parameter should be lost together, just as in the reverse 
situation, where some parameter has to be acquired for L2 which 
is not present in LI, one might hypothesize that all aspects of 
the parameter would be learned together. 

Ideally, any theory of second language acquisition should 
be able to account both for the occurrence of "developmental" 
errors, namely those thought to reflect universal acquisition 
processes, and for interference errors, those that reflect some 
•influence from the mother tongue.. On the whole, theories have 
concentrated on one or the other,- for example, the Contrastive 
Analysis hypothesis places emphasis on interference errors, 
whereas the Creative Construction theory (pulay-and Burt 1974; 
Dulay? Burt ' and Krashen 1982) downplays the incidence of such 
errors, instead emphasizing developmental ones. In much L2 
research that accepts UG as an explanatory construct-, it is 
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assumed that little 'or no irtterf erence should occur, that UG 

should be able to '/interact directly with the L2 data unaffected 

by the LI, and that to Acknowledge van influence by LI somehow 

diminishes the role of UG, or of universa>rfacquisition processes. 

I should like to suggest, on the contrary, that if interference 

errors do arise in circumstances predictable on thevbasis of 

parametric variation in- UG, then we may be closer to achieving a 

theory- that^ can account for both error types, since interference 

will ^be predicted to occur -only where LI and L2 parameters 

r 

differ. 1 Where they do not differ, the learner should be able to 

; N — r"' J 

acquire the relevant aspects of L2 unaffected by his LI 

• • . • A 

experience. r 

In order to investigate these issues, Spanish aduluS 
learning" English as a second language were tested on various 
aspects of pro-drop, to see if they would carry over into English 
«any or all of the structures associated % with this -parameter. , 



Subjects 
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The subjects for this study consisted of 73 adults 
^learning English as a second language (ESL) in day intensive 
courses in the Continuing Education programme at McGill 
.University in *; Montreal. Of ' these, 54 were^native speakers of 



Spanish and they constituted the experimental group, whilst 19 
native speakers of French acted as controls, since French;, like 
English, is not ) ' a pro-drop language. The subjects were 
distributed throughout levels 1 to 5 of the Continuing EducatioX 
ESL programme,. level 1 being, beginners and Level 5 advanced. 
They were initially placed on, the basis. of their scores on the 
Michigan Placement Test, with adjustments subsequently made by 
the teachers, in the programme. The Spanish subjects were 
distributed through the levels as follows: 6 subjects?" in Level 1, 
11 in Level 2, 8 in Level 3, 24 in Level 4 and 5 in Level 5. For 
the Fretich subjects, bedause there were very few in Levels 1 and 
5 (in fact/ one subject at each of these levels), the groups. were 
collapsed as follows: 5 subjects in Levels 1 and 2, 8 subjects in 
Level 3, arfd 6 subjects in Levels 4 and 5. All but seven of the 
Spanish group had- been in Canada for less than -one ye*:, whereas 
all but two <A the French group were native Quebecers. 



Method / f 



Testing was carried out' by means of a gramnfaticality 

/ " I" 

judgment task. Strkjects were given^a list of 31 randojnized 

written .sentences \ in English, which included correct! and 

incorrect structure^ (see Appendix). The decision as to 

correctness versus incorrectness of the test .sentences was the 



experimenter's, but the teachers of' the subjects in this 
experiment. confirmed my judgments. ' There were six ungrammatical 
sentences with missing subjects, for example: 

2. John is greedy. Eats like a pig. 

( 

Of these six sentences, two had expletive it missing, whilst the 
rest required personal pronouns such as he and she. There, were 
five sentences with ungrammatical, subject-verb inversion,, for 
example: r 

3. Slept the, baby for three hours 

i 

There were two ungrammatical sentences where the subject of an 
embedded clause had been questioned, with the complementizer that 
in position: 



4. Which movie do you think that will be on television 
this evening? 

In addition, there were £hree grammatical sentences with I that 
correctly omitted, on the assumption " that Spanish subjects might 
actually insert that in such cases: m " , 

5. Who do ydu believ^ 'will be the next president 
A " *" ■ of -the USA? v * ' 

In Mother words, the ungrammatical sentences correspond to those 
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outlined in (la), (3(b) and (lc); that is, Whilst they are 
ungrammatical in English, the Spanish equivalents atfe ■ 
grammatical • <2> \ g 

Subjects were asked to readr>the sentences in thei<r 'own time 

and to indicate for each sentence whether they considered it to 

*/ 

be grammatical or ungrammatical. The instructions used the terms 

. v, 

correct and incorrect, as it was. felt that students would be more 

' • > > < ^ 

familiar with these. Before they began, they were given a brief 

explanation of the procedure to follow, and an example. Where 

they chose incorrect , they were asked , to try and supply a 

correction. In addition, subjects were asked to indicate whether 

they were sure or unsure of their judgments. They were asked to 

give their first impression of.the>* sentences and not to change 

their minds. There was no time limit but|Uiost of the subjects 

completed the task in less than 30 minutes 

V 

In addition to the test sentences, students 1 filled out a 
brief questionnaire giving details as to their age on first 
learning English, their mother tongue, other languages known to 
them, length of time sperrt^ in Emglish-speaking countries, e£c. 
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Results 

'* " ' ' 0 / 

The results suggest that Spanish Students do carry the 

pro-drpp parameter., over into English, at least initially , ^nd 

v * 

that certain aspects of. the parameter are harder to "unset" than 
others. . '» 

< • " 

To take the case of the missing subject pronouns first, the 
ft - 

Spanish subjects, unlike the French controls, in many cases 
failed to notice the incorrectness of sentences where the subject. 

was missing'. The results arjs summarized in Table 1. Note that a 

; > . ' ■ ' ' . • ' " 

response of correct is the wrong answer,, since' the sentences are 



in fact ungrammatica^L. <3> . '• ► 

i . ... 

•\ 

\ Table 1 

Numbers responding" correct" to sentences with missing subjects. 

Sentence no. Spanish LI (N=54) French L1(N=19) 

> 2 ' 20 (37$) 4 (21%) 

4 * 21 (39%) * 7 (37%) 

8 19 (35%) 1 (5%) 

21 26 (48%) ' 2 (10%) 

22 22 (41%) 3 (16%) 
v 30 31 (57%) e . 4 (21%) 

( • - 

* 

As can be, seen from Table 1, the Spanish students are more 
likely than the French to accept an ungrammatical English 
senterfce with a missing subject. * The difference between the 
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Spanish and French responses is significant at the .01 level 
(corrected Chi-squa're) for sentence 21, at the .05, level for 
sentences 8 and 30, and at the .1 level for sentence 22. The 
difference in responses to sentences '2 and 4 is not statistically 
significant. In many cases, the Spanish subjects, are responding 
at chance level, whereas the French are quite accurate at 

V ' . J 

identifying the ungrammatically of such sentences. The Spanish 
responses fcft sentences 4, 21, 22, and 30 are not significantly 



different from chance (.05^ level, binomial one-» tailed test), 

* 

whereas the French responses for all sentences except 4 are 
significantly more accurate than ^hance (at the .01 level). The 
ohly sentence ti^hat caused problems to the French was sentence (4) 

in the test, repeated below as (6): ' , 

\ , 

' 6. Seems that Fred is unhappy. 

It is arguable that this sentence would be acceptable in 
informal, spoken English, so that the failure of either group- to 
reject this sentence could stem .from that fact. 

If one looks at the Spanish results by level, one 7 sees that 
* \ *' ' . 4 

the beginners ,-are most inclined to accept missing sub]ects in 



English and that there\ is a gradual improvement in ability to 

recognize the ungrammatical ity of such sentences, shown by a 

\ '. 

decrease in the number \ of responses of correct to incorrect 

\ , • 4 
Sentences. These results \are, presented in Table 2. 

- ^ 
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Table 2. 



Spanish responses by l t evel to sentences with 7 
missing subjects i numbers responding ""correct" \ 

Level „ ' Sentences 

2 4, v 8 21 22 30 

KN-6) 6(100%) 4(67%) 4(67%) 6(100%) 5(83%) 6(100%) 

2(N«11) 7(64%) 3t27%) 5(45%) 7(64%) 4(36%) 9(82%) 

3(N-8) 3(37%) 4(50%) 2(25%) 4(50%) 2(25%) 5(63%) 

4(N-24) 4(17%) 8(33%) 7(29%) 8(33%) 8(33%) 10(42%) 

' 5(N-5) 0 2(40%) 1(20%) 1(20%) 3(60%) 51(20%) . 

/ ' 

Sentence (4), the sentence starting with seems does not show 
improvement; this is the sentence that also caused problems to 
the French subjects and the failure of the higher level Spanish 
subjects to judge it ungrammat ical may be explained in the same 
way. Sentence (2?) also shows no improvement with increasing 
level; I have no explanation for this result. 

* • t 

\ 

The results from the French controls broken down by. level 

are presented in Table' 3. They show little, imprpvement, since 

\ " ' \ ' '. A> 

all levels were more accurate at recognizing the impossibility of 

\ V ' ■ . 

issing subjects in English:,. * 
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Table 3.' .. /* t v 

- v /. , 

French responses by level to sentences frith 
missing subjects; numbers responding " c orrect". 

• > " Sentences ' 

2 * £ £ 2£ i* 2 - 30 

1-2(N»5) 1(20%) S 2(40%) 1(20%) 1(20%) > 2(40%) 3(60%) 
%>3;TN=8) 1(12%) 4(50%) 0 1(12%) 0 1(12%) 

4-5(N=6) 2(33%) 1(17%) 0 0 1(17%) »0 

Turning now to the judgments on declarative sentences with 
subject verb inversion, the- results are given in Table 4. As 
before^ a response of correct is the wrong answer. 



- v Table 4. 

Numbers responding "correct" to structures 
with verb-subject word order. 



Sentences. Spanish L1(N=5_4)/ French L1(N°,19) 



5 ~- IB (33%) ' * 8(42%) 

11 18(33%) 7(37%) 

13 4(7%) ' 3(16%} 

15 1(2%) K5%) 

18(33%) 4(21%) 
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There is no significant difference in the responses of" the 
two groups to any of »( these sentences (corrected Chi-square 




,about these results'. Sentences (13) and (15) wer>^imple 



sentences with verb subject \/ord order and almost wi'thout 
exception these were recognized as ungrammatical by both Spanish 
and French subjects' at, all levels. Sentence (11) wa^s problematic 1 
for both groups, probably because the presence- of the dummy 
subject there imposed extra ^problems, since it involves the 
subjects' knowing properties of dummy there and the verbs it can 
occur with, irrespective of the word order issue. Sentence (5), 
with' an embedded quest ion in inve^rted^order, was difficult for 
both groups. Given that embedded questions in English are" 

.s. ...... ^ crt* . 

well-known for causing problems to language learners of various 
backgrounds, this was an ipiforiunate choice of structured in whicSh 
to test the word order issue. On sentence (27), the Spanish^ 
performance seems worse than the French, though the difference is 
not statistically significant. *On examining, the corrections made 
by those who di"d ddenti fy this sentence as incorrect, many of the 
.Spanish subjects inserted there or he, effectively treating this 
as. a sentence with a missing .subject pronoun. Thus, itj could be 
that failure to identify this as an incorrect sentence stems not 
from failure to recognize the inverted word order but from 
failure to recognize a-fmissing subject, which, as we have seen, 
is a problem for the^ Spanish subjects. Clthough one has- to 
exercise caution . because of the above-mentioned considerations, 
it do^s appear Vfiat neither group- judged VS to be an acceptable 
word order in simple English declaratives and that , any problems 
that arose were due 'to other aspects of the stimulus sentences./ 



fh^HEinal pro-drop .stricture tested here^hivblves questions 

wheria the subject of the embedded clause has been extracted. The 

test included (three grammatical sentences with that V omitted and 

t#o ungrammatical sentences with that -present. ■ These constitute 

that trace" violations, which are Acceptable in Spanish but not in 
«. _ ^ ^ 

English. In addition, sentence 4 (24} involved extract5fcn\ of the 
"obiect, where retention of that is 'grammatical in -English* The_ 
result's are summarized in Table 5. The ungrammatical sentences 
(1-7) £nd (19) are starred in the Table; Note that the response 

'of correct is incorrect for these two sentences but correct for 

' " 1 • . • 

the rest.. ' « . 



4 Table 

Numbers responding ^correct" 
to extracte d embedded subiects. « 

Sentences. Spanish LI (N=54) French LI (N=19) 



10 
17* 
18 
19* 

28 • 
24 



49 (91%) 17 (90%) 

38 (70%)., 1 ' 12 (63%) 

36 (67%) / 14 (74%) 

43' (80%) ^ 14 t74%) 

53 (98%)^ 16 (84%) 

47 (87%) • 16 (84%) 



There is no significant difference in the responses of the two 
groups to any of these, sentences. The Spanish subjects clearly 
have a problem in recognizing the ungrammatically of (17) and 
(19), and this. was true at all levels. 'They appear to assume that 
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English allows bo£h presence or absence of that in questions 
involving extraction of subjects from embedded clauses. ^ This is 
^supported by the fact that in-tfnly one case was the word that 
inserted into one of the grammatical sentences. The French at all 
levels also have problems in recognizing the ungranimatality of 
these two sentences, a point I shall return to in my discussion. 

In spite of their difficulties with (17 ) 'and (19), both groups 

( 

give more / responses o€ correct to the correct sentences taken 
together than to the .rncorrect -sentences. The difference is 
significant (T test, .05 level). This suggests that they are not 
totally unaware of the ungrammaticali ty of extract io <■*>€ subjects^ 
from such clauses • 

7 s - ' • .. , 

/ ■ \ « 

.In addition to seeing whether the subjects as a group had 
problems in realising that English is not a pro-drop . language, it 

* • L & 

is of interest to ask whether onei^can show for any individual 

* " "> * 

subject that" all aspects of the parameter are lost together,* 

\ • V r . I 

which would indicate that one is indeed' dealing with one 

parameter with a set of related consequences. There are certain 

„problems in asking this question, in that s/tructujres that_invo.lv 

extractions of embedded subjects^are clearly more complex than » 

those involving omis|ion of subjects or ^ubje'ct verb inversion,. % 

The former necessitates the understanding of sentential 

embeddings, whilst the latter do not. Hence one cannot expect 

every subject*'' who has correctly realised that English does not 
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omit subjects,, and does not allow verb subject order necessarily 
to • realize that ^ the complementizer that must - be absent when 
questioning subjects of embedded clauses, since failure to 
realize the latter might simply stem from a lack of mastery of 

embeddings in general. Thus, one must consider the opposite 

, ' ■• . • ' • v ■- • * 

circumstance: do those subjects who clearly recognize the 

'•• . * * 

ungrammatically of (17) and (19) also show evidence that they 

* * • . , 

recognize that missing subjects and subject 'verb inversion are 

not possible in English? 

Only 16 of the Spanish subjects correctly identified. (17) 
and/or (19) as ungrammatical. Of these, all but one have clearly 
realized that ^English does not allow inversion in declaratWSsV 
ftowever, of this same group, only 10 seem reasonably" clear that 
English does not allow missing pronouns (that is f or t the six 

\ sentences with subjects -missing they judged at least half of them 

I to be unacceptable). 

If one looks just at missing subjects and at inversion, 
both of wh*ich are relevant to simple sentences, it is not clear 
that the %he loss of these two aspects of the parameter go hand 
in hand: there are 18 subjects, many of them at the lower 
levels, who judge VS to be an unacceptable \order in English but 
who fail to judge missing subjects to be unacceptable. , 



v. 
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Discussion, 
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Before, discussing the implications of these Results, a word 
on the use of gramma^ icality judgment data is necessary. A 
number of recent, papers have argued fo*r the use of intuitional 
data as a useful source of information about the language 
learner's current grammar (e.g.Schachter, Tyson and Diffley 1976; 
Singh, d'Anglejan <and Carroll 1982; Gass 1983; Chaldron 1983). 
However, it might be objected that asking the learner to judge 
written sent e*ncei~" does not truly test his "acquired" system, 
sinoe it. gives him opportunities to "monitor" (Krashen 1981), 
that is to make use of 7 knowledge about the- L2 consciously 
"learned" but not yet fully ^integrated into the interlanguage. 
This/ makes the results all' the more- interesting if, even given 
time to monitor^ the learner nevertheless fails to notice a 
^particular kind of error, suggesting that the structures in 
question have, not even been "learned", let alone "acquired"/. In 
addition, in the case, of the pro-drop parameter, whM'st it is 
possible that the necessity for subject pronouns in English is 
explicitly discussed in the language classroom (and, indeed, 
several of the teachers involved told me that they \o discuss 
this), it seems most unlikely that there is any discussion 
whatsoever about extraction of embedded subjects. Thus, the 
occasion to bring any kind of conscious knowledge to bear on 
these sentences would seem to be lacking. <4>. The fact that 
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prQ-drop has both obvious and subtle manifestations of this kind 
% makes it a particularly interesting phenomenon to study . & 

It* seems clear from the results discussed above that 
certain aspects of the pro-drop parameter are carried over by 
native speakers of Spanish learning ESL, suggesting that learners 

effectively have to lose parameters which have been activated in 

V 

LI but which are not' relevant for L2, "and that they have some 
difficulty in doing so. This is .particularly clear in the case 
of ^ the judgments concerning missing subjects in English^ and 
extractions of embedded subjects. The. hypothesis that UG should 
be able to be interact directly with L2 data, irrespective of LI 
experience, would seem to be disconfirmed in these cases, since, 
if that were so, one would expect subjects to reject the 
ungrammatical sentences at a level better than'chance. Instead, 
with- the sentences with missing subjects, performance by the 
Spanish students was mostly at chance level, unlike the 
performance of the French , controls, suggesting that interference 
from the LI parameter \ was preventing them from accurately 
assessing the situation in English. With the subject 
extractions, the effect is even stronger: performance is not at 
chance level >ut, rather, at a level significantly "higher than 
chance they accept the ungrammatical sentences. Thus, the first 
hypothesis, that having to lose an LI parameter will cause 
problems leading to interference errors seems to be supported^. 
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The gradual improvement with level in ability to judge the 
sentiences with missing subjects ' as ungrammatical suggests that 
these problems will not necessarily persist. However, there is 
only partial support for the second hypothesis, that loss of all 
aspects of the parameter will be related. It is supported by the 
fact that those people who realise that extraction of subjects 
cannot take place but of a clause containing an overt 
complementizer in English alsc- show evidence of- having mastered 
the word order, though this is perhaps trivially true, since 
almost all subjects realised the impossibility of VS order in 
simple sentences. However, the fact that ungrammatical word 
order is more accurately identified than either of the other 
aspects of the parameter was not predicted by the second 
hypothesis. „ y ' ' 

Regarding the possibility of inverted word order, as 
mentioned above, it. is not at all dear that this is carried over 
into English. For the simple sentences, at least, the rejection 
of the ungrammatical word order is extremely accurate. However, 
given problems with some of the test sentences . ' on inversion, as 
ijijjcussed in the results, it is probably premature to draw any 
conclusions from this. Rather, this aspect of the parameter 
should be reinvestigated with a more careful choice of stimulus 
sentences. Nevertheless, it is of interest that some recent 
proposals suggest that VS word order should not be included as 
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part of the pro-drop parameter at all (Chao 1981),. a position 
that these results would be consistent with. . I 

9 

Another issue concerns "the question of why (the. Frenqfr 
controls had difficulty in recognizing the ungrammatically ol 
extractions from clauses containing complementizers* In French, 
in cases of extraction of subjects from embedded clauses, the 
complementizer que, undergoes a rule: que — > qui in such cases 
s (Kayne 1975 )\ resulting in the following: 



i 

7. Qui. crois-tu qui va venir^ 



The facttliat who and that are often interchangeable in English 
and the existence of forms like (7) in French could have led the 
French subjects to accept^the ungrammatical English sentences 
where that has not been deleted. Thus, the choice of French as 
the mother tongue of the control group may not be ideal for this 
particular aspect of • the parameter. v 

The results with the sentences" with missing subject 
pronouns aire relevant to another proposal concerning such cases. 
Cancino, Rosansky and Schumann (1974), observing that Spanish 
speakers often omit it in spontaneous speech, argue that this is 
in fact a phonological |£rror, not a syntactic one. This position 
is also adopted by Dulay, Burt and' Krashen (1982). However, it 
js much harder to maintain this claim in the face of failure to 

{ 
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correct written sentences^ ^<5>. Furthermore, in the : experiment 
reported here, the missing pronoun was it in only two d£ ,the six 
cases, yet all missing pronouns caused problems, suggesting that 
we have a syntactic error here. ' 

One final point remains to be considered, namely^ whether , 
the assumption by Spanish speakers that English is a pro drop 
' language "«*is not due to interference from LI but rather 

constitutes evidence of a developmental stage, common; to first 

■* y " 
language learners and L2 learners, regardless of their LI. '- fn 

such a case, the dropping of pronouns.would be of ambiguous' 



origin", as suggested by Felix ^ (1980), -since both ' the 

^developmental trend and the LI would lead to pro-drop errors. Any 
\ ' * * 

\equivalent claim would be that, pro-drop constitutes the unmarked 

case, as/argued , by Hyams U9-83) for first language acquisition. 

A number of people working \n markedness in relation to L2 assume 

that the L2 learner will* lirst adopt the /unmarked case, 

regardless of the actual "data available to him in LI or L2 (e.g. 

Kellerman 1978; Mazurkewich 1981, . 1983; ^yltenstam 1982; 

Rutherford 1982; Munoz^Liceras 1983). <6> . If that is the case, 

and if pro-drop is .indeed the unmarked case, then the French 

•* ■ / « 5 V 

controls ought also initially to treat English as a pro-drop 
language, "w>iich they failed to do:' at a level significantly 
greater than chance they judge sentences with-missing subjects to 
be unacceptable in English. This suggests that tjfi\ extension of^ 



the pro-drop parameter into English by native speakers of Spanish 
is indeed the effect of having had that parameter operative. in LI 
and not simply due v to trying out pro-drop as the unmarked 

,0 

. * 0 

hypothesis for any language being learned. 



Conclusion. , 

~ - ./ 

Recent interest in universal aspects of L2 acquisition has 
led to a playing down of the occurrence of interference errors, 
inde^ to a feeling that they are an embarrassment t<j> UG, and 
there has been a consequent lack of attempts to explain them. It 
is proposed here that linguistic universals, often used to 
account for similarities in L2 acquisition by^native speakers of 
many deferent Jja^guages, can also account for differences^ if 
the parameler-setting view is taken into consideration, thus 
bringing us closer to a theory that can account both for the 
similarities and the ^xlif ferences that have been observed in the 
acquisition literature.. The Results of this/study indicate that 
having to change a parameter of UG may cause problems for 
language learners and that this is a source of interference 
errors, at least initially. 



* .- < ^FOOTNOTES. C 

'V ' ■ »■ ' ■ ' . 
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x participated. Their interest v and cooperation is^.very much 
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This is a revised version of at paper presented at the 
Eighth Annual .Boston University Conference on Language 
Development, October 1983* 

Jfc* ' J 

l. J -The Spanish sentences are taken from Jaeggli (1982). 



2^ The remaining sentences in the'^t^t included a number of 
grammatical ser/tences. jtn adddition, there were some other 
ungranunatical/ ones which condoned a different universal 
principle^ namely subjacency. These will not be reported on 
hefe. / • ' 

■-" • / • ' r r ■ . - - • 

3. There were very few incidences/of failure to respond, so 

/ I >• : 

that the numbers responding incorrect are, in mo§t cases, 

' ■ ' \ 

the inverse or, almost the inverse, of the numbers 

4f * - * 
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responding correct . It was clear from the corrections that 
• some subjects. judged sentences to be incorrect which vjere in 
fact grammatical oif judged sentences to be incorrect for the 
wrong reasons; thiy would, for example, change the. tense. 
Such cases were counted as responses of correct ,^si nee they 
failed to indentiftf the source of the error, so that the' 
corrections made were irrelevant. Note that the sentence 
- numbers in the tables correspond to^ the numbers as given in 
the Appendix. In the tables t the . percentages have been, 
rounded up or down to the nearest round , number; leading to 
some minor inconsistencies. 

J • .. • . 

4# In any case, it seems clear that,an ability to "monitor", in 
Krashen' sense, is not the only source of metalinguistic 
abilities to make grammaticality judgments. Native 
speakers, for example, can make grammaticality judgments 
without having aity conscious knowledge of the , rules 
involved, as can- children. ¥ 

• s *» 

5. " Se«$ also White (1977) for arguments that omission of 
' pronouns is a syntactic error, ftative speakers of Spanish 
who omitj^ed the pronoun it in an elicited production task 
—< were presented with a transcript of all their output and 

asked to look for errors and correct them..^ . In .miny^cases, 

<* - . . I i_ •• 

* . ' they failed^to correct the sentences with missing subjects, 




'V again suggesting that, the error could not^be phonological,- 

fr^ 6. But see White (1983) for arguments that this V\W of 
markedness in second language acquisition is in man£ eases 
too strong. % " 
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APPENDIX. 
Tes£ sentencest 

missing subjects, subject verb inversion and subject extraction. 

2. We will be late for school if don't take this bus. 

4» a Seems that Fred is unhappy. 

5. The policemen didn't know when did escape the prisoner. 

8. My sister is very tired because came home late last night. 

10. Who do you think will win the race? 

11. There looked a strange man through the window. 
13. slept the baby for 2 hours. s 
15. Walked the/- boy very far. 

17. Who did you say that arrived late? 

18. Which man did she^hope would marry her? 

19. Which movie do you think that will be on television this evening? 

21. Francis is in, trouble because did not do his homework. 

22. John is greedy, Eats lik^ a -pig. m ^ 

24. What program did you say that John -watched last night? 

27. The mailman came. Have arrived three letters. 

28. Who do you believe will be the next president ,of the USA? 
30. Is raining very hard today. A j y 
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